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ABSTRACT

Gurudwara Dukh Nivaran, popularly known as Guru ka Tal, situated near Agra, occupies a significant place in Sikh
historical tradition due to its close association with the ninth Sikh Guru, Sri Guru Tegh Bahadur Ji. The site is remembered
primarily as the place where Guru Tegh Bahadur Ji voluntarily surrendered himself to the Mughal authorities in 1675 CE,
an act that preceded his martyrdom at Delhi. This research paper undertakes a purely historical study of Gurudwara Guru
ka Tal, examining its origins as a Mughal-period water structure, its transformation into a sacred Sikh site, and its role in
the final phase of Guru Tegh Bahadur Ji’s life. Particular attention is paid to the narrative preserved in Sikh historical
literature, especially the Panth Prakash authored by Gyani Gyan Singh, with specific reference to Chapter 39, which
records the episode involving a shepherd named Hassan Ali. Through a critical reading of Sikh sources such as Panth
Prakash, Suraj Prakash, and modern historical scholarship, this study aims to present a coherent historical account of Guru
ka Tal as a site of surrender, ethical resistance, and inter-communal human interaction in seventeenth-century Mughal
India.
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INTRODUCTION

Gurudwara Dukh Nivaran, or Guru ka Tal, is located on the outskirts of Agra, a city that held immense political and
administrative importance during the Mughal period. Agra served as a principal imperial centre from the reign of Akbar
onward, and it was characterized by monumental architecture, complex administrative systems, and extensive public
works, including water reservoirs and tanks constructed to serve both utilitarian and ceremonial purposes. Guru ka Tal was
originally one such water structure, believed to have been constructed during the reign of Emperor Akbar as part of a
broader network of reservoirs designed for rainwater harvesting and urban water management " The architectural
remnants of this structure, including stone pillars and embankments, indicate its Mughal origin and its integration into the
imperial landscape of Agra.

The historical significance of Guru ka Tal within Sikh history emerges primarily from its association with Guru Tegh
Bahadur Ji. Born in 1621 CE, Guru Tegh Bahadur Ji became the ninth Guru of the Sikhs in 1664 CE and is remembered for
his deep spiritual insight, ascetic temperament, and unwavering commitment to the defence of religious freedom. His
Guruship coincided with the reign of Mughal Emperor Aurangzeb, whose policies of religious orthodoxy and coercion
created an atmosphere of fear and persecution, particularly among non-Muslim communities. One of the most significant
episodes of this period was the appeal made by Kashmiri Pandits to Guru Tegh Bahadur Ji, seeking protection from forced
conversions and religious oppression !, Guru Tegh Bahadur Ji’s response to this appeal forms the moral and historical
foundation of his eventual martyrdom.

According to Sikh historical tradition, after resolving to confront Mughal authority, Guru Tegh Bahadur Ji set out for Delhi.
During this journey, he passed through several regions, including Agra. Sikh sources consistently identify Guru ka Tal as
the place where Guru Tegh Bahadur Ji halted and where Mughal officials apprehended him. What distinguishes this event
from a conventional arrest is the emphasis in Sikh literature on the Guru’s voluntary surrender. Rather than evading
capture, Guru Tegh Bahadur Ji is said to have calmly presented himself to imperial authority, fully aware of the
consequences of his actions !, This act of surrender transformed Guru ka Tal into a symbol of conscious sacrifice and
moral resistance rather than mere political detention.

The historical memory of Guru ka Tal is preserved primarily through Sikh literary sources composed in the eighteenth and
nineteenth centuries. Among these, Panth Prakash by Gyani Gyan Singh holds a prominent position. Written in the late
nineteenth century, Panth Prakash represents an effort to compile Sikh historical memory using earlier traditions, oral
narratives, and available written sources. Chapter 39 of this work contains a detailed account of Guru Tegh Bahadur Ji’s
stay near Agra and introduces the figure of Hassan Ali, a shepherd who plays a notable role in the narrative 4 While
modern historians approach such accounts with critical caution, their value as reflections of collective memory and ethical
ideals remains substantial.
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In Chapter 39 of Panth Prakash, Gyani Gyan Singh describes how Guru Tegh Bahadur Ji, during his confinement near
Guru ka Tal, came into contact with Hassan Ali, a local Muslim shepherd. Hassan Ali is portrayed as a humble individual
who, upon encountering the Guru, recognized his spiritual dignity and was moved to assist him. According to the narrative,
Hassan Ali helped arrange food and basic necessities for Guru Tegh Bahadur Ji and his companions during a time when
access to resources was restricted due to imperial surveillance “!. This interaction is significant not only for its narrative
detail but also for what it reveals about social relations in seventeenth-century North India.

A key element of the Hassan Ali episode involves the Guru entrusting him with a ring and a valuable shawl. Panth Prakash
clarifies that these items were not gifts in the conventional sense, nor were they rewards for service. Rather, they
functioned as tokens of identification. Gyani Gyan Singh records that these objects were intended to enable Hassan Ali to
procure provisions and, if necessary, to establish Guru Tegh Bahadur Ji’s identity before local authorities, including the
Kotwal of Agra ' This detail underscores the practical challenges faced by the Guru during his detention and highlights his
composed and pragmatic response to those challenges.

From a historical perspective, the episode of Hassan Ali illustrates several important themes. First, it reflects the porous
boundaries of religious identity in everyday life during the Mughal period. Despite the overarching climate of religious
coercion under Aurangzeb, local interactions could still be shaped by personal ethics, compassion, and mutual respect.
Second, the narrative emphasizes Guru Tegh Bahadur Ji’s engagement with the material realities of his situation without
compromising his spiritual resolve. The use of personal items as instruments of recognition demonstrates a keen awareness
of administrative procedures and social hierarchies .

Guru ka Tal thus emerges as a space where imperial authority, spiritual resistance, and human solidarity intersect. Sikh
tradition maintains that after his detention at Guru ka Tal, Guru Tegh Bahadur Ji was taken to Delhi, where he was
imprisoned and subjected to pressure to abandon his stance. His refusal ultimately led to his execution in 1675 CE. While
the site of martyrdom lies in Delhi, Guru ka Tal represents the threshold between freedom and sacrifice, making it an

essential component of the historical narrative surrounding Guru Tegh Bahadur Ji 1%,

Architecturally, the transformation of Guru ka Tal from a Mughal water reservoir into a Sikh sacred site reflects broader
patterns in South Asian history, where political and religious meanings are layered upon existing structures. The continued
remembrance of Guru ka Tal in Sikh tradition ensured that the site retained its identity even as its original utilitarian
function declined. Over time, the memory of Guru Tegh Bahadur Ji’s surrender overshadowed the earlier Mughal
associations of the structure, redefining its historical significance "',

Modern historians such as Ganda Singh and Teja Singh have examined Guru Tegh Bahadur Ji’s life with an emphasis on
documentary evidence and comparative source analysis. While Mughal chronicles offer limited direct references to Guru
ka Tal, Sikh sources provide a consistent narrative framework that situates the Guru’s arrest at this location. The absence of
detailed Mughal records does not necessarily negate the Sikh account; rather, it reflects the selective nature of imperial
historiography, which often overlooked events considered marginal to state affairs !,

The inclusion of Hassan Ali in Panth Prakash adds a distinctive dimension to the historical memory of Guru ka Tal. Unlike
royal officials or prominent Sikh disciples, Hassan Ali represents an ordinary individual whose actions are preserved
because of their moral significance. His role reinforces the idea that historical events are shaped not only by rulers and
saints but also by unnamed or marginal figures whose choices contribute to the unfolding of larger narratives .,

In assessing the historical reliability of Panth Prakash, scholars acknowledge its composite nature, blending earlier sources
with interpretive storytelling. Nevertheless, when read critically and in conjunction with other Sikh texts such as Sri Gur
Pratap Suraj Granth, it offers valuable insight into how Sikh history was remembered and transmitted. The Hassan Ali
episode, though not corroborated by Mughal records, aligns with the broader ethical framework associated with Guru Tegh
Bahadur Ji’s life and teachings ).

Gurudwara Dukh Nivaran, therefore, cannot be understood merely as a commemorative structure. It represents a
historically charged landscape where the final moral decision of Guru Tegh Bahadur Ji took concrete form. The site
embodies themes of voluntary sacrifice, administrative confrontation, and inter-personal trust, all of which are central to
Sikh historical consciousness. Its continued remembrance is rooted in these historical associations rather than in later
devotional developments.

The modern construction and institutional development of Gurudwara Guru ka Tal are closely associated with the efforts of
prominent Sikh religious figures, particularly Sant Attar Singh Ji of Mastuana and Sant Hari Singh Ji. Sant Attar Singh Ji, a
leading figure in the Singh Sabha and educational reform movements of the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries,
played a crucial role in reviving historically significant Sikh sites. Recognizing the historical importance of Guru ka Tal,
Sant Attar Singh Ji emphasized its preservation and encouraged the development of a proper Gurudwara structure that
would safeguard its legacy.
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Sant Hari Singh Ji further advanced this effort by actively participating in the construction and organization of the
Gurudwara. His contributions included mobilizing resources, coordinating with Sikh sangat, and overseeing the
establishment of religious and residential facilities at the site. Under their combined guidance, Guru ka Tal evolved from a
neglected historical location into an institutionalized Gurudwara capable of sustaining regular religious activity while
preserving its historical character. Their work represents an important phase in the modern preservation of Sikh historical
sites.

Historically, the involvement of Sant Attar Singh Ji and Sant Hari Singh Ji reflects a broader trend within Sikh society
during the colonial period, wherein religious leaders sought to reclaim and formalize historically significant places
associated with the Gurus. Their contributions were not acts of new foundation but of historical recovery, ensuring that
sites like Guru ka Tal were protected from decay and historical erasure.

In historical terms, Guru ka Tal occupies a unique position within Sikh history. It marks the final stage of Guru Tegh
Bahadur Ji’s free movement and the beginning of his imprisonment. Unlike battlefields or execution sites, Guru ka Tal
symbolizes conscious surrender undertaken for a principled cause. The site thus represents a threshold between moral
resolve and ultimate sacrifice, making it central to the historical narrative of Guru Tegh Bahadur Ji.

CONCLUSION:

Gurudwara Dukh Nivaran, or Guru ka Tal, is a historically layered site shaped by Mughal administration, Sikh ethical
resistance, and modern preservation efforts. Its origins as a Mughal water reservoir, the journey and voluntary surrender of
Guru Tegh Bahadur Ji, the episode of Hassan Ali recorded in Panth Prakash, and the contributions of Sant Attar Singh Ji
and Sant Hari Singh Ji together form a coherent historical narrative. A strictly historical reading of Guru ka Tal reveals it as
a site of administrative significance, human interaction, and moral clarity within the complex political landscape of
seventeenth-century India.
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